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S. S. Lansko'i (created a count in 1861), eventually a partisan of emancipation, announced on taking office that the tsar had entrusted to him the duty "to safeguard unwaveringly (nerushimo) the rights conferred upon the nobility" by former monarchs. This statement was no mere figure of speech. Although the emancipation forced by the government upon the reluctant majority of the dvoriane destroyed their most valuable privilege, Alexander regarded the landed aristocracy, in his own words, as "the mainstay of the throne." When the abolition of serfdom was decided in principle, he endeavored to persuade the serf-owners to accept the inevitable, to cooperate with the government, and to assume a share both of responsibility and of credit for the reform. He was eager to protect the economic interests of the noblemen, although he would make no concessions to their political aspirations. Emancipation "cannot be accomplished without sacrifices/' Alexander told the representatives of the dvoriane on September 4, 1859, "but I wish that these sacrifices should be as light as possible. I shall exert myself to help you/' On January 28, 1861, he reiterated this assurance, and with scant respect for truth enunciated the doctrine that initiative in freeing the serfs came from the nobles. His concern with the interests of the dvoriane, as K. K. Arsenev has noted, explains much in the course and character of the reform.
The manifesto of March 19, 1856, announcing the termination of the Crimean War, contained the first indications that important changes might be in the offing. Veiled references to the benefits Russia was to derive from the new era of peace were meant to render more palatable the humiliating terms of the Treaty of Paris. The phraseology of the manifesto, however, was so guarded and vague as to mean almost anything, and the cynics were inclined to think that it meant nothing. For once they proved to be wrong. A few days later (March 30) Alexander, addressing an assembly of the Moscow nobility, referred to rumors concerning his plans for the emancipation of the serfs. "I consider it necessary to inform you that I have no intention to do this now," the emperor said. "But, of course, you understand yourselves that the existing order of serfdom cannot remain unchanged. It is better to begin to abolish bondage from above than to wait for the time when it will begin to abolish itself spontaneously from below. I request, gentlemen, that you think over how this could be accomplished. Convey my words to the dvoriane for their consideration." This statement, which took by surprise even Alexander's closest